Emotion Recognition and Psychological Comorbidity in Friedreich's Ataxia.
Friedreich's ataxia (FRDA) is an autosomal recessive disease presenting with ataxia, corticospinal signs, peripheral neuropathy, and cardiac abnormalities. Little effort has been made to understand the psychological and emotional burden of the disease. The aim of our study was to measure patients' ability to recognize emotions using visual and non-verbal auditory hints, and to correlate this ability with psychological, neuropsychological, and neurological variables. We included 20 patients with FRDA, and 20 age, sex, and education matched healthy controls (HC). We measured emotion recognition using the Geneva Emotion Recognition Test (GERT). Neuropsychological status was assessed measuring memory, executive functions, and prosopagnosia. Psychological tests were Patient Health Questionnaire-9 (PHQ-9), State Trait Anxiety Inventory-state/-trait (STAI-S/-T), and Structured Clinical Interview for DSM Disorders II. FRDA patients scored worse at the global assessment and showed impaired immediate visuospatial memory and executive functions. Patients presented lower STAI-S scores, and similar scores at the STAI-T, and PHQ-9 as compared to HC. Three patients were identified with personality disorders. Emotion recognition was impaired in FRDA with 29% reduction at the total GERT score (95% CI - 44.8%, - 12.6%; p < 0.001; Cohen's d = 1.2). Variables associated with poor GERT scores were the 10/36 spatial recall test, the Ray Auditory Verbal Learning Test, the Montreal Cognitive Assessment, and the STAI-T (R2 = 0.906; p < 0.001). FRDA patients have impaired emotion recognition that may be secondary to neuropsychological impairment. Depression and anxiety were not higher in FRDA as compared to HC and should not be considered as part of the disease.